The perinatal necropsy is an important investigation followingfetal or neonatal loss. Legal requirements on registration decree that consent is needed before necropsy can proceed in some of these babies. However, there are ill-defined grey areas which are open to legal and ethical difficulties. This paper discusses the problems that can arise with consent for a necropsy in the perinatal period. Some of these problems are clearly legal or ethical but all can cause distress to parents at a time ofgrief and bereavement. The issues may not be readily resolved but public debate and ad hominem decisions on each perinatal loss may help to alleviate the problems.
Introduction
The necropsy of babies dying in the perinatal and neonatal periods is of practical importance to the families of the dead babies and to the clinicians involved in their care. Clinically relevant information that may alter genetic or obstetrical counselling is found in as many as 46 per cent of cases following a perinatal postmortem examination.'l The perinatal necropsy appears to have been relatively immune to the considerable fall in necropsy rates affecting adult hospital patients over the last 40 years, attributable to, among other many and complex factors, consent for necropsy.±6 With the onus on doctors to provide informed counselling at all levels of patient interaction, it is opportune to consider some of the ethical issues related to the perinatal necropsy consent.
On whom should consent be sought?
The World Health Organisation (WHO) recommends that national statistics should include all fetuses and infants of at least 500g birthweight or, when birthweight is unavailable, the corresponding gestational age (22 weeks) senior medical practitioner involved in the care of the parents should seek consent. A role for the pathologist in the post-necropsy conference has been advocated2' and it is possible that there may be a role for the perinatal pathologist in the pre-necropsy conference and counselling for necropsy consent. 22 In granting consent, parents will feel entitled to a quality necropsy2 23 
